Listenability by unknown
Listenability 
Josef Messerklinger, Asia University 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper attempts to define listenability, the ease with which spoken English can be 
understood by students of English as a foreign language. News reports are analyzed for 
factors such as speaking speed and linguistic complexity, and their transcripts analyzed for 
their readability. It was discovered that listenability is more complex than readability 
although factors such as linguistic complexity and vocabulary do have some affect on the 
difficulty students encounter with listening. Ultimately, the most important factors are the 
listener’s background knowledge, the speaker’s fluency and acoustic factors such as the 
signal to noise ratio. 
  
It has been observed that some news broadcasts are easier for learners to understand than 
others. Some learners feel that news stories read by American speakers of English are easier 
to understand than news stories read by British speakers of English. We might conclude then 
that accent has something to do with “listenability”, the ease with which spoken English can 
be understood. However, when asked, students say that the British speakers speak faster. 
Perhaps, then, speaking speed affects listenability, a common sense conclusion. Yet, even 
within the news stories from British sources, some are easier to understand than others and 
not all students can agree that British speakers speak faster. So, why are some news 
broadcasts easier for learners to understand than others? Does it depend on speaking speed, 
pause length between phrases and sentences, linguistic complexity, accent, vocabulary, 
content, a combination of these factors or something else entirely? This paper will look at 
three television news sources, America’s ABC News, CNN and the UK’s BBC. It will 
analyze news broadcasts by looking at the language used in news leads as read by the anchor 
or newsreader in the studio and scripted and unscripted reports filed by reporters in the field. 
Comparisons among the new sources will be made from rough estimates of speaking speed, 
pause length and linguistic complexity followed by a discussion of other factors which 
possibly affect listenability. 
 
BACKGROUND  
 
Students in an English skills course for interpreters listen to news broadcasts both extensively 
and intensively. Detailed comprehension questions follow the extensive in-class listening, and 
then students summarize the news reports and reproduce them word for word, a kind of oral 
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transcript. Students are given another story to study for homework. They summarize the story 
in the form of a diagram, which helps them to visualize the main idea and demonstrates their 
understanding of the report. They then study the report in detail to produce a transcription. 
This transcription of the report is in some ways similar to the in-class reproduction exercise. 
Finally, the class also “shadow”, simultaneously listen to and repeat word for word, news 
stories they have studied previously. Some students have difficulty no matter what the source 
while others usually do well regardless the source. In between these two groups are those 
who do well with some stories and poorly with others. 
  
Students studied thirty-four news reports in class and seven news reports for homework 
during a 15-week term. Fifteen reports were from the BBC and ten came from ABC’s World 
News. The remaining reports were from CNN. 
  
The story students had most difficultly with in-class was a report which followed a lead read 
by a British speaker on CNN’s World news and the easiest stories were read by Canadian and 
American speakers on ABC News. On the other hand, the most difficult out-of-class story 
was an interview with an American with a heavy southern accent. Most, but not all, of the 
easy stories were scripted reports. Somewhat difficult also were unscripted interviews, but 
even some scripted reports were sometimes identified as difficult. Unfortunately, this 
impressionistic data is difficult to analyze and does not reveal any clear trends, but looking a 
bit more carefully at the news stories, for example the speaking speed of the newsreader and 
reporter, might help explain what does and does not cause listening problems for students. 
 
SPEAKING SPEED 
 
Rough estimates of average speaking speed for the three news sources were calculated. 
Specialized equipment used to time speech can more accurately measure speaking rate, but 
for the purposes of this study a general feel for fast speech and slow speech seemed adequate. 
The total length of each report was timed with the tape counter on a VCR and the number of 
words spoken during the report counted from exact transcripts—speaking errors were left 
uncorrected. The results are shown in the table below. 
 
TABLE 1: Speaking rates compared. 
 BBC ABC CNN 
High 172 wpm 171wpm 153wpm 
Low 119 wpm 114wpm 134wpm 
Average 143wpm 140wpm 145wpm 
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Surprisingly, average speaking rates do not differ much from one news source to another 
despite students’ perceptions. More significantly, the most difficult story from CNN had a 
below average speaking rate of 139wpm while the most difficult story from BBC had an 
average speaking speed of 149wpm, not significantly higher than average. Thus, speaking 
speed can be discounted as a source of trouble for listeners. 
 
PAUSE LENGTH  
 
The method of calculating speaking speed, however, includes pauses between speakers and 
video footage used in the report. Averaging in these pauses or lack of them may affect the 
average rate. These pauses vary with each news source’s editing practices. For example, CNN 
and ABC tend to edit very tightly with the reporter almost speaking on top of taped 
quotations reflecting their fast paced reporting. The BBC, on the other hand, generally gives 
each speaker more space. This suggests that BBC reporters do speak faster but between 
longer pauses. Common sense would suggest that pauses help listeners to process the 
information and keep up with the story while fast paced editing would make it more difficult 
for non-native speakers to keep up. 
  
Here again, for this study only rough estimates were made for pause length between phrases 
and sentences with pauses divided into two broad categories, long and short. More important 
than the exact length of pauses, however, was the distribution of long pauses. Some 
broadcasts had few long pauses in them. Nonetheless, there was no neat correlation between 
pauses and difficulty. Although the most difficult story, the one filed by a reporter in the field 
for CNN, had few pauses between phrases with an obviously excited journalist breathlessly 
explaining an unfolding situation, another story very tightly scripted and edited for ABC and 
with a speaking rate of 171wpm had few pauses both within and between the reporter’s 
explanation and the taped quotations yet presented little difficulty for most learners. 
 
Obviously, a story with many pauses will be easier for listeners. One lead read by an anchor 
on ABC’s World News and which contained three rather long pauses was timed at a leisurely 
rate of 125 words per minute and was by far the easiest piece for learners to understand. All 
students could effortlessly reproduce this lead after one listening and few had difficulty 
answering detailed questions about it and then summarizing it accurately without a second 
listening. 
 
(1) In Lebanon today, the biggest demonstration in the nation’s history (pause) 
almost 800,000 people (pause) almost a quarter of the country’s population 
rallied in Beirut for the withdrawal of Syrian troops (pause) and an 
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investigation into the assassination of the former Lebanese prime minister. 
 
The lengthy pauses in this sentence are conspicuous and support the idea that they help 
learners process what they hear. Yet, this excerpt also is made up of short simple phrases 
which may have also helped listeners and suggests that another variable in listenability is 
linguistic complexity. 
 
LINGUISTIC COMPLEXITY 
 
Intuitively, the more complex an utterance the more difficult it is to understand. Since 
short-term memory is limited, it will be harder to untangle grammatically involved sentences. 
Weak support for this notion was found in a well-known experiment based on Chomsky’s 
theory of transformational grammar; the more transformations in a sentence, the more 
complex. Yet it was found that a sentence with one simple transformation, negation, proved to 
be as difficult as sentences with more transformations such as passive voice.1 Although 
experimental results for this theory are not encouraging, the impression that complex 
sentences are somehow more difficult, especially for language learners, is an attractive idea 
and is in fact used in many readability scales. A rough indicator of difficulty can be sentence 
length. It is natural to assume that longer sentences are at least more difficult to remember in 
their entirety, and certainly language learners who attempt to translate into their native 
language in order to understand will have more difficulty processing long sentences. 
Comparing the sentence lengths in words of the three news sources, we find the following: 
 
 Table 2: Sentence Length 
 BBC ABC CNN 
Longest 39 words 44words 22 
Shortest 1 4 8 
Average 21words 19words 15words 
 
On average, the BBC uses slightly longer sentences than ABC and significantly longer 
sentences, nearly 30% longer, than CNN. Also noteworthy are the longest and shortest 
sentences. The shortest was a simple hello used as a greeting by the BBC. The longest 
discovered in this study, a lead from ABC News with a total of 44 words, was punctuated 
with generous pauses between phrases, which perhaps helped the listener and certainly gave 
the speaker a chance to catch his breath: 
 
(2) We begin there tonight (pause) because the region, (short pause) which is 
always nervous about the future, (short pause) got even more so today when a 
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very powerful bomb in Beirut killed the former Lebanese Prime Minister 
Rafiq Hariri (long pause) and nine other people as well as wounding a 
hundred. 
 
However, this is the exception and most sentences from ABC are no longer than 30 words. 
Furthermore, although example (2) is 44 words long, the actors and actions are clearly laid 
out and it can easily be broken down into simple sentences which correspond with the 
phrases and pauses: 
 
1) We begin in the Middle East tonight. 
2) The region is always nervous about the future. 
3) It became even more nervous today… 
4) (…because) there was a very powerful bomb in Beirut. 
5) The bomb killed the former Lebanese Prime (Minister Rafiq Hariri.) 
6) It also killed nine other people… 
7) …and wounded a hundred 
 
Interestingly, and significantly, in the original there are two instances of subordination one of 
which is necessary for the gloss; the first merely ties a perfunctory introduction to the rest of 
the sentence. The one relative clause is easily identified and unambiguous, and the rest of the 
sentence is made of simple compounds. Likewise, the main idea can be summarized in a 
readily understood sentence of average length—Tensions in the Middle East have risen after 
a bomb killed the former Lebanese Prime Minister (Rafiq Hariri.) Listeners can sort through 
these ideas quickly and grasp the main points with little trouble whether they are translating 
or not despite the apparently complex linking of ideas through subordination. 
 
On the other hand, much more difficult are sentences which contain an ellipsis and a complex 
system of reference. In this two-sentence lead from the BBC, the first sentence must be 
understood and remembered along with the second to get the main idea of the story. 
 
(3) In this presidential election year in the United States, many of the country’s 
ethnic communities are using the campaign to push various issues of 
importance to them. 
 
The two adverbial clauses in the introduction give the time and place of the story and are easy 
enough to understand and remember. The subject, many, is modified by an adjectival phrase 
which contains the logical subject of the sentence, the country’s ethnic communities, but this 
only hints at the topic of the piece. The predicate has a simple object, the campaign, but is 
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followed by an infinitive phrase that explains how they are using the campaign. The object of 
the infinitive is an idea easily overlooked but necessary to get the full meaning of the lead. 
This sentence is followed by a second which taken together with the first completes the main 
idea of the story. 
 
(4) None more enthusiastically than Cuban Americans who make up a key 
sector of the vote in that crucial southern state, Florida. 
 
The subject none refers back to ethnic communities and the predicate contains the ellipsis, 
which refers back to the entire predicate of the first sentence are using the campaign to push 
various issues of importance to them. A comparative adverb, more enthusiastically, is 
followed by the conjunction than and finally the topic of the piece, Cuban Americans, which 
is explained by a nonrestrictive relative clause and a complex adverbial, in that crucial 
southern state, which is itself followed by a non-restrictive modifier that expresses the key 
detail of which southern state in particular, Florida. Furthermore, the demonstrative used as a 
determiner in the final adverbial is a potential point of confusion since some learners may 
mistake it for a conjunction or a relative pronoun and expect it to be followed by a clause 
especially if they do not know that the word which follows is an adjective. More importantly, 
the ellipsis makes summarizing this sentence a bit more difficult because information from 
the previous sentence is needed to complete the idea, which could be glossed as: Cuban 
Americans are campaigning for issues important to them. Finally, the relative clause not only 
identifies Cuban Americans but explains why they are important—Florida is an important 
state and Cuban Americans make up a big percentage of voters there. 
 
Not surprisingly, news leads with negated verbs were often difficult for students to 
understand. In fact, because of the difficulties it can cause, few news leads contain this 
construction—only two of the 35 news stories studied during the course used negation. Both 
of these examples come from the BBC: 
 
(6) In other news, China’s government says it won’t send an envoy to the 
Pope’s funeral in Rome on Friday. 
 
And 
 
(7) China may be transforming its economic life, but politically things haven’t 
changed much at all. 
 
Perhaps one cause of confusion is that news is usually about things that have happened and 
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not about things that will not or didn’t. It is this expectation that can cause misunderstanding.  
 
 
REPAIR 
 
Expectations can also be thwarted when a speaker misspeaks as occasionally happens when a 
reporter or interviewee speaks extemporaneously. In fact, the most difficult stories often came 
from live reports. In this example, an American reporter filing a story live for CNN has 
repeated difficulty with the phrase "a permanent member of the UN Security Council," 
getting tripped up here: 
 
(8) …protesting Japan’s bid to become a member, a permanent member of the 
UN security council… 
 
and again a few moments later: 
 
(9) ...against Japan becoming a UN, a member of the permanent, a permanent 
member of the UN Security Council. 
 
The repair interrupts the flow of the sentence and causes some listeners to get confused. 
When they hear the report say “become a member” in example (8) and then pause they expect 
to hear an explanation of what group they are trying to become a member, but the speaker 
back tracks and the listener as well must start over. Simply put, the speaker’s lack of fluency 
causes listening comprehension difficulties. 
  
In the example (9) above, there are two false starts both of which are potential sources of 
confusion. In this story from the BBC on the trafficking of children, the reporter answers the 
newsreaders question, how easy is it going to be for the authorities to find the children’s 
families? The reporter explains why many parents are not meeting their children at the 
airport: 
 
(10) And the authorities are saying that’s because they fear apprehension, they 
fear being apprehended by the authorities if they showed up at the airport to 
collect their children or to collect their…relatives collecting these children on 
behalf of their parents. 
 
As the reporter speaks he seems to realize that apprehension is potentially confusing and adds 
an explanation, but for some students the confusion has already interrupted the flow of ideas. 
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Then a few moments later, the reporter misspeaks again causing even more confusion for the 
unwary. 
 
Uncorrected mistakes can be even more confusing. In this example from an interview with a 
US congresswoman about trade relations with China, which students transcribed for 
homework, the incorrect choice of preposition to complete the idiom lead to a breakdown of 
comprehension: 
 
(11) …we need a thoughtful long-term strategy. We can’t just shoot at the 
hips… 
 
Here again, linguistic background will help the listener overcome difficulties. Those who 
knew the idiom could understand the speaker’s intention. Those who did not were quite 
confused and wondered why the US government would be shooting at China.  
  
Finally, this long passage from an out-of-class listening assignment defies exact interpretation 
and leaves the listener with only a general impression of what the speaker was trying to say 
because of the verbiage:  
 
(12) So what could happen here, I think Rick’s right, if there was a candidate 
running with a strong set of personal values and then was very pro-poor, 
questioned, like many evangelical theologians did this time, a theology of war, 
they said, emanating from the highest circles of power in the country, these are 
evangelicals who said this, there could be a whole different kind of response to 
a vision that had personal ethics, very strong, but then a social justice and a 
commitment to peace, as well. 
 
In addition to the many parenthetical expressions which go off on tangents, the speaker seems 
to start several ideas without ever finishing them. The listener is lead up different garden 
paths only to have to backtrack and start all over again. For example: 
 
So what could happen here… …is that… 
If there was a candidate running… …then there would be… 
 
Cutting through all of the asides and false starts and asides, the sentence can be trimmed 
down to its essentials: 
 
If there were a candidate running with a strong set of personal values and who 
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was very pro-poor and questioned a theology of war then there would be a 
very different kind of response to a vision that had personal ethics but with a 
social justice and a commitment to peace as well. 
 
Yet even with the distracters removed, it is difficult to interpret what is meant here because 
the actors and actions are not clear: a different kind of response from whom and to what? Can 
a vision have personal ethics, etc? The listener may eventually be able to figure out that what 
the speaker means is that he believes voters will respond to a candidate’s vision of social 
justice and peace and put together this summary: 
 
I think people would support a candidate who has a strong set of personal 
values and a sense of social justice and is committed to peace. 
 
However, all of the twists and turns make the message very unclear and difficult to discern on 
one listening even for native speakers, and in the end listeners realize that in the end this is 
merely an unreal conditional statement whose only support is a vague appeal to authority. 
 
ACCENT  
 
Interestingly, while students found some news broadcast harder to understand than others, 
none complained about difficulties with the newsreader’s or reporter’s pronunciation. 
Nonetheless, some generalizations made about the differences between British English and 
American English pronunciation do apply here. For one, Americans tend to draw out their 
vowel sounds, but speak with softer consonants so that words like better come out sounding 
like bedder. On the other hand, British pronunciation tends to “clip” or even drop vowel 
sounds as Mencken (1921) notes here: 
 
Let an American and an Englishman pronounce program (me). Though the 
Englishman retains the long form of the last syllable in writing, he reduces it 
in speaking to a thick triple consonant, grm; the American enunciates it clearly, 
rhyming it with damn.2 
 
Another noted example is the pronunciation of military. In most forms of American English, 
all the vowels are clearly voiced, mill it airy, whereas in British English the second vowel is 
reduced and third vowel lost so that the word comes out mill tree. 
 
Of course, this also points to differences in the placement of syllable accent. Mencken (1921)  
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explains how this has affected listenability: 
 
…there was a tendency among Southern peoples to throw the accent toward 
the ends of words, and that this helped to bring out all the syllables. A 
superficial examination shows a number of examples of that movement of 
accent in American: advertisement, paresis, pianist, primarily, telegrapher, 
temporarily. 2 
 
These two phenomenon, the drawing out of vowels and the shifting of the accent to the ends 
of words, may make American English seem slower, the stereotypical drawl many British 
English speakers notice in American English. 
  
A few other observations can be made regarding pronunciation using examples from the 
broadcasts studied and the mistakes that learners made. When difficulties with 
comprehension did arise because of accent or pronunciation it was often because of slight 
differences in vowel quality. Some common mistakes included: 
 
 What was said   misinterpreted form 
in motion   emotion 
must-pass   mass pass 
these    this 
ration    rush in 
worn down   one down 
 
Of course, some of these examples show how connected speech can cause problems for some 
listeners, but the important difference between what was actually said and how it was 
interpreted are the vowel sounds, often explained using minimal pairs such as ship and sheep. 
  
Although the problem of correctly identifying vowels may perhaps be compounded by 
variations in pronunciation as noted above, there is little evidence for one accent being easier 
to understand than another for learners. The last example is a case in point. Although British 
English typically drops the r sound before consonants while it is retained in most forms of 
American English and despite Japanese learners’ notorious difficulty hearing the difference 
between r and l--the flat r sound in British English is sometimes interpreted as no r sound—it 
was an American speaker of English who spoke this example. 
  
On the other hand, even so-called native speakers of English have difficulty with different 
accents, but soon become accustomed to variations in vowel quality, stress and intonation. 
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For example, in a news broadcast from the BBC an Indonesian human rights volunteer said: 
 
(13) I need volunteers to go there right now and see how we can resolve this 
______ how can we resolve this. 
 
The missing word begins with a voiced bilabial nasal followed by a high front vowel then a 
voiceless stop that is in turn followed by a low central vowel. It may take a moment to realize 
that she is saying, “how can we resolve this matter”, but it soon becomes clear and once they 
are understood the sounds cannot be interpreted any other way.  
  
In addition, some consonants also caused problems as did the phenomenon of linking.  
 
 What was said   misinterpreted form 
 harrowing   heroin/Halloween 
 we’re all   world 
 that occur on time  current (?) 
 
Even so, when the students were told the correct words, they reported that they could clearly 
hear what was said and afterwards could not imagine how they made such a mistake. 
Obviously, accent itself is not the problem but rather understanding pronunciation in general. 
 
INTENSITY  
 
Oddly, the most noticeable difference between BBC reports and the American reports is 
intensity or loudness. The American reports are much louder. An ABC or CNN story can be 
heard quite clearly with the volume control at about 10 o'clock, but sometimes even 12 
o'clock is not loud enough for the BBC stories. Unfortunately, turning up the volume also 
means turning up the background noise including tape hiss which can interfere with listening. 
Moreover, some students reported that listening with headphones made some stories easier to 
understand. Indeed, the BBC stories seem to be read at a conversational tone while the 
American anchors tend to announce the news as if they were addressing a larger audience. 
  
Typical greetings at the start of the news broadcast give further clues to the differences in 
speaking style. The BBC will often start with something like: 
 
 (14) Hello. 
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This simple greeting is more often than not used when addressing a single listener rather than 
a group. On the other hand, CNN often starts with this kind of greeting: 
 
 (15) And a warm welcome back to you all. 
 
While ABC often starts with: 
 
 (16) Good evening everyone. 
 
Obviously, the greetings in (15) and (16) are being used to address a group of viewers. The 
anchor’s style continues, then, in a tone of voice appropriate for announcing the news to a 
group as opposed to telling the news to an individual listener. The difference is important and 
affects listenability because it changes the speaker’s pronunciation. Voice inflection tends to 
be greater in public speaking than when having a conversation and this may add to clarity. 
This may also account for the greater number of pauses in example (2) above. 
  
Furthermore, when a reporter in the studio is interviewed by the anchor or newsreader, the 
American reporter will usually turn to the camera and adopt the speaking style of the anchor 
and assume a public speaking voice. In examples (8) and (9), however, the reporter does not 
and continues in a conversational tone. On the other hand, a BBC reporter will often respond 
to the newsreader’s question by answering to the newsreader and does not face the camera. 
The reporter continues in a conversational tone and it is as if the viewer is watching a 
conversation between two people rather than listening to a presentation being delivered to a 
group. Amplifying the conversation does not always make it easier to hear and may in fact 
have the opposite effect since it worsens the signal to noise ratio. For this reason, some 
broadcasts may be better suited to individual listening or even listening through headphones 
as one student has suggested. 
 
BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE AND VOCABULARY  
 
Finally and perhaps most obviously, the amount of background knowledge students had on a 
given subject affected their listening comprehension the most. Students who first read news 
articles carefully for key information before listening to a news broadcast with similar 
content did consistently better on comprehension tests scoring on average 10% higher and 
were able to more accurately transcribe the report. On average, those with poorer background 
knowledge accurately transcribed slightly more than half of the news story while those with a 
better understanding of the news were able to transcribe two-thirds of the story accurately. 
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The need for background information is obvious with news stories which contain names of 
people and places the students may not be familiar. Besides not understanding the topic, these 
words may cause the listener to hesitate just long enough for them to get lost as the 
newsreader, reporter or interview continues. In this example from ABC News, an identity 
thief explains how he defrauded a student loans program. 
 
(17) As long as I was enrolled in the courses for 30 days I got my Stafford 
money. 
 
Although some learners did not know the meaning of enroll, they could understand it from 
context and had no difficulty with it on the second or third listening. They could also make a 
pretty good guess as to the meaning of the first part of the sentence—as long as he was in 
school for 30 days--after one listening. On the other hand, even some native speakers would 
have difficulty with Stafford money. A few could understand after a moment’s reflection, but 
even then it was simply glossed as “loan” money, but they would have had much less 
difficulty had they known about student loans programs in the US. Clearly, background 
knowledge is a very important part of understanding spoken texts. 
  
Background is also invaluable to understand the significance of common words as well. In 
example (4) the listener must know about the controversy around the ballots from the State of 
Florida during the 2000 presidential election to understand why the newsreader says in that 
crucial southern state rather than simply in the crucial southern state of Florida. Indeed, very 
little can be understood without the necessary background information needed to make sense 
of the reference to people, places, events, ideas, etc. in any ordinary news broadcast. For 
example, the word chad, the piece of paper punched out of a computer card as used in some 
voting machines, was little known until it became a subject of the news. Obviously, a certain 
level of vocabulary and background, the more the better, is needed to understand most news 
stories whether they are from broadcast news or the print media.  
 
READABILITY AND LISTENABILITY 
 
Applying readability scales to listening will not give an accurate idea of listening difficulty 
since listenability must include speaking speed, pause length, and other acoustic factors such 
as intensity as explained above, but the readability of transcripts of news broadcasts can be 
used to compare the relative linguistic difficulty including the level of vocabulary of the two 
media. One common readability scale, Flesch-Kincaid, uses linguistic complexity as 
estimated by number of words per sentence along with the difficulty of vocabulary as 
measured by word length, calculated either as number of syllables per word or simply 
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number of letters per word, to determine overall reading difficulty. 
  
A sampling of the 34 reports studied found no significant differences among the three news 
sources in vocabulary difficulty as measured by characters per words; they all averaged 
between 4 and 6 characters per word.3 Grade levels ranged between the 6th and 12th grades in 
the US system with the BBC and ABC leads tending towards the higher end and CNN 
slightly lower. The chart below summarizes the results. 
 
TABLE 3: Readability scores of news leads compared. 
 BBC ABC CNN 
High 12.0 (33.7) 12.0 (23.1) 12.0 (41.9) 
Low 9.0 (58.4) 9.0 (57.3) 8.0 (61.4) 
Average 10.8 (46.8) 10.7 (43.0) 9.5 (50.7) 
 US grade level (Flesch Reading Ease) 
 
Interestingly, most of the reports scored lower (easier to read) than the leads that preceded 
them with the notable exception of the news story identified as most difficult which rated at 
grade level 12.0 or 48.4 on the reading ease scale while the ungrammatical comment in 
example (12) score 0.0 on the reading ease scale reflecting its incomprehensibility for both 
readers and listeners. On the other hand, despite containing the long 44 word sentence of 
example (2) the easy to summarize and reproduce lead from ABC has a readability of 10.4 
with a reading ease of 57.1. Furthermore, the lead with the highest reading level/lowest 
reading ease score, a lead read by a Canadian anchor for ABC, also was one of the easiest for 
learners to understand. In addition, the readability of the story with the fastest speaking speed, 
the BBC story clocked at 172 words per minute, was an average grade 11.0 reading level 
(50.6) and not particularly difficult for students either. 
  
Although the readability of a transcript may have some influence on its listenability—and 
indeed, news stories are scripted with this in mind—the relationship between them should be 
clarified through further study by, for example, having one group of students read a transcript 
of a news story and having another group listen and then comparing their comprehension 
scores. Also, using the results of readability analysis as a rough guide, broadcast media can be 
compared with print media. Magazines such as Time and Newsweek are widely 
acknowledged to have high school readability levels quite similar to the two American news 
broadcasts sources analyzed here. The comparison suggests that reading such magazines is a 
good preparation for listening since the levels are not so different after all. However, many 
Japanese students find reading much easier than listening, but are the good listeners also good 
readers? How closely do their reading and listening comprehension scores correlate? Finally, 
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comparing reading speed and listening comprehension may also provide insights in students’ 
receptive comprehension ability. Do students who can read faster also understand spoken 
English better? 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Unlike scales of readability, listenability is more difficult to define since there are so many 
factors involved, all of the factors of readability such as linguistic complexity and vocabulary 
plus the factors of phonetics, acoustic, auditory and articulatory. Some of these factors have 
less to do with linguistics and more to do with physics and broadcast technology, things over 
which the listener has little control. In the end, listenability is influenced most by the 
listener’s background knowledge, the speaker’s fluency and perhaps greatest of all by the 
signal to noise ratio. Good listeners need to learn how to prepare for listening by getting the 
right background information and to overcome the limitations of the source, whether it is 
listening for an announcement in a busy airport terminal, talking on the phone with a 
non-native speaker, or listening to news reports filed by reporters in the field. As teachers, 
getting them to understand English pronunciation and broadening their background 
knowledge will help them the most. 
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